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Favorable Self- Referent Judgments A^e Made Faster Than Non-Favorable Ones 

Steven J. Breckler and Anthony Gt Greenwald 
Ohio State University 

Previous studies of self-referent co^.ntion have demonstrated that 
people process information about themselves more efficiently than other kinds 
of information. That iSf they process self-rele\ ant information more rapidly 
and retrieve it more reliably # For example^ Markus (1977) showed that people 
m?ke raster "me" judgments for traits that are central to one's self-schema 
m some particular behavioral domain than for more peripheral traitst 

Tt B. Rogers and Kuiper (Rogers et altf F'77; Kuiper ar<d Rogers^ 1979) 
have shown that people exhibit be^"ter recall and recognition memory when 
information has been encoded in relation to oneself than when the same infor- 
mation has been encoded in other waysi One interesting phenomenon in self- 
referent memory research is a false alarms effect reported by Rogers^ Rogers^ 
and Kuiper (l'^'7'^)t Subjects tended to give incorrect positive recognition 
judginents to highly self-descriptive adjectives that were not previously 
shown. 

Speed of self-relevant juagments has been assumed to reflect the cen- 
trality of the judged information to one's self-concept. Important proper- 
ties of the judged information have included degree of self-relevance and 
fav:D>^ability. One aspect of self-reference that has not been investigated m 
the response timvj paradigm is McGuire's (McGuire and Padawer-Singer» 1^76) 
notiD.-; that a self-description is important to one's self-concept only to the 
e\runt that the attribute makes the self distinctive or sets self apart from 
other?, The present investigation provided a test of this hypothesis. 

Must studies that have examined response latencies for judgments about 
the ^iolf have employed a binary rating task (e»g.» Markust l'^^77). That is, 
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subjects arti r^hown a trait and asked to press eithc-r a button .riat is fiiarked, 
"ME" or a button tha^ is marked^ "NOT ME." We used a mare detailed seif- 
appliciabiUty ]udgfTient task, using a 100~point scale. We predicted, on the 
basis of past researcht that judgment speed wojld be faster with u^reasing 
self-aj)phcabiht\ of traits. Kuiper and Rogers (reported in Kuiper and 
berry, 1-''S1) have aiSo reported that self-referent judgment time exhibits an 
m/ert^J-U relationship vnth degree of self- applicability* We therefore 
predicted tha*. judgment speed would be faster for extreme ratings (very high 
and low trait self-appiicability} than for moderate ratings* Fir»aily, we 
hypothesized that judgments that set the subject apart from others would be 
made rapidlyf independently of trait self- applicability* 

We also collected recognition accuracy and recognition time data for the 
judged traits* On the basis of the Rogers, Rogers, and Kuiper false alarms 
effect, we predicted more false alarms with increasing self-apphcability of 
traits* 
Method 

A coir.puter was used to present stimuli and record latency and rerog-- 
nitun associateJ with self^rele^vant judgments* The procedure was an adap- 
^"ci^ian of the o-ieu useu by Rogers £.n:j Dy Harkus* Stim.ulu'^ materials were 
presented on a video dispiav monitor, and subjects re^jporded via a 16'ke/ 
re'^ponsi' parie^l* During the first pha??^ of the f^xperiment, 'jO traits were 
^•resented m a randurniied order* Each trait was accompanied by the questiCif,, 
• How much does this trait apply to you (0-1 00%)''" After thp subject entered 
a numierical response, a second .|uestion appeared** 'To what proportion of 
people, in general, does this trait apply (0-100%)^^" For each response, 
judgment latency (to the start of response entry) was recorded* During the 
second phase of the experiment, subjects provided recognition judgments for 
60 trait. >f including ?0 of the 60 previously jtjdged traits and ?0 new (fo;l) 



Favoraule Self-Reference 



Page 3 



traits, T[)e recognition judgment employed four response options that allowed 
subjects tD indicate degrees of recognition confidence! Latency of this 
judgment was also recorded. For the last phas^e of the experimpntf subjects 
provided self- and other-apphcability judgments (as earlier) for each of the 
jO (previously not judged) foil traits. All ^-'0 traits were selected from the 
entire evaluative range of the 555 traits for which norms were reported by 
Nornan Anderson m 196S. The subjects were 38 undergraduates fulfilling an 
Introductory Psychology course requirement. 
Mpthod of Analysis 

A multiple regression methodology was employed for the data analysis. 
Each dependent variable of interest (for exdmple^ self-applicability judgment 
latency) was considered a criterion variable with predictor variables (such 
as self-applicability rating and the square of that rating) being entered 
sequentially. In this hierarchical multiple regressicrw partial regression 
weights at each step re:?resen't the degree to which variance m the criterion 
variable is explained by the predictor variable with the effects of all 
previously entered predictor variables partialed out. 
T^o r^e r 1 \{ g d Measures 

U^e of tlie multiple regression methodology allowed the generation of two 
derived measures. Figure 1 illustrates an intermediate step in generating 
these derived measur£?s. 

Ce lf-Di^ tinctivt mess is a r*egression measure of discrepancy between the 
sf^lf -cipplicability and other-applicability judgments for a given trait* For 
'?av_h subject, seporately, ^elf-applicability of each trait was predicted from 
(.ther-a[.phcabihty of the trait using a simple linear regression. Figure 1 
J^^j.ict^: a hypothetical regre^'^^j^ion slope?. Ar^y given po;nt on the estimated 
'.li-p? ^ppre'f.nnts the prr»di. tiun of th-^ trait'? self -applicability from its 
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rated other-apphcabihty* Observed values on the graph are represented by 
o'5» The lines connecting the observed values to the estimated slope are 
residuals. A positive residual means that the rated self-applicabiUty of a 
trait was greater than what was predicted given the trait's judged other- 
applicability » The derived measure of Self-Distinctiveness for the judgment 
of each trait was the square of this residualt The square of the residual 
was used rather than the absolute value so that more weight was placed on 
larger discrepanciest 

Favorability of Self-Distinctiveness is a measure of the extent to which 
the self-applicabihty judgment for a given trait set the subject apart from 
others in a favorable direction. For each of the 90 traits the likableness 
value obtained fr'Om Anderson's (1968) published values was initially con- 
verted to a standard (z) score; therefore a trait below the mean of all 9C 
traits in likableness would have a negative i score and trait above the mean 
of all "^'0 traits would have a positive score. The derived measure was 
calculated by multiplying each trait's residual by the favorability 2 score 
associated with the trait* For example^ in the hypothetical regression 
depicted m Figure 1, the self- applicability rating for the trait 'liar' is 
lower than what was predicted from the regression of self-applicability on 
other-applicability. This is seen as a negative residual. That is, the 
observed value fell below the estimated slope* The trait 'liar' 15 also 
associated with a negative favorability z score. When the residual and z 
score are multipliedi the resulting value i's positive. Therefore, this 
particular judgment 'WObld set the subject apart from others in a favorable 
direction. 
Results 

The result?; can be divided into two parts! the analyses of the self- and 
other-applicability judgments of traits and the analyses of the recognition 

ER?C Z 
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data* 

Trait Rating Analyses . The results for the hierarchical multiple re- 
gression analysis with seif-applicability judgment latency as the criterion 
variable are found in Table 1. The first JottrWariables were of procedural 
interest and are of little conceptual importance. The next variable entered 
in predicting self-judgment latency was self-applicability of traits) judg- 
ment speed increased with increasing self-applicability of traits. The sixth 
variable entered was self-applicability squared* This variable would indi- 
cate any U-shaped (that is, quadratic) effect of self-applicability on judg- 
ment time. The quadratic effect was significant; judgment speed was faster 
for traits very high or low in self-applicabihty than for moderately self- 
descriptive traits. A graphic illustration of the linear and quadratic ef- 
fects can be seen in Figure 2. The next variable was Self-Distinctiveness 
which was found to be a significant predictor of self-applicability judgment 
time; judgment speed was faster for judgments that set the ^ubject apart from 
others. The final variable was Favorability of Self-Distinctiveness, which 
was also significant in predicting self-applicability judgment latency! judg^ 
ment speed was faster for judgments that set the subject apart from others in 
favorable direction. 

Recor.nition Analyses . The hierarchical multiple regression analysis of 
the recognition accuracy data was divided into two parts: the analysis of 
previously judged traits and ? analysis of non-previously judged (foil) 
traits. The criterion variable of recognition accuracy was scored so that 
higher numbers indicate cor "ident, accurate judgments. The results for this 
analysis can be found in Table 2. As before, the first several variables are 
of only procedural interest. The fir^t variable of conceptual importance was 
iself-applicability of traits, and was entered as the sixth variable for 
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previously judged traits and as the third variable for the foil traits. 
There was no effect of self-applicability on recognition accuracy for pre-- 
viously judged traits^ but there was an effect for the foil traits} more ^ 
false alarms occured with increasing self-applicability of traits. This is 
the same kma of false dlarms effect reported by Rogers^ RogerSf and Kuiper 
(197'^'). The next entered variable was self-applicability squared which was 
similarly not significant for previously judged traits but was significant 
for foil traits; more false alarms occured for traits very high or low in 
self-applicabihty than for moderately self-descriptive traits. Self- 
Distinctiveness of judgments was entered after self-applicability and had a 
non-significant effect for both previously judged traits and for foil traits 
on recognition accuracy. The last entered variable was Favorability of Self- 
Distinctivenessi This variable had a non-significant effect for previously 
judged traits^ but a significant effect for foil traits on recogntion ac- 
curacy; more false alarms occured the more judgments for self set the subject 
apart from others in a favorable direction. 
Discussion 

Overall) recognition accuracy was quite good for traits that had been 
previously judged^ with no recognition superiority for traits greater in 
<^>elf~apphcability. We also observed the kind of false alarms effect report- 
ed by Rogers, Roger S| ani Kuiper.* Subjects tended to give incorrect positive 
recngnition judgments to highly self-descriptive traits that were not pre- 
viously shown. Subjects also tended to give more faise alarms for traits cn 
the self-applicabilxty extremes and for traits that set the subject apart 
from others in a favorable direction. This provides evidence that the false 
alarms effect may be due to the to-be-recognized trait's centrality to one's 
self -concept, 

Use of the 10t)-point rating scale allov^ed demonstration of a linear as 
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well 'as a curvilinear effect of self-applicability on judgment time. The 
regression-derived measures further allowed demonstration o'^ faster response 
time for judgments that set the subject apart from others in a favorable 
direction. The reasonable assumption that speed of self-relevant judgments 
reflects the centrality of the judged information to one's self-concept 
permits us to draw an interesting inference about the composition of the 
self-concept. It does not give equal weight to ^11 information about one- 
self. Information about distinctive qualities is most central if that infor- 
mation has favorable evaluative implications. The self-concept is an affec- 
tiver m addition to cognitive, entity. 
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Table 1 

Hierarchical H«Jltiple Regre^^sion Anal^^sis 
5elf-Jud9nent Latency as Criterion 



Source Step 

Sjbjects 1 

Positiori m ^ 
Seqijerice 

When (Before vs. ^ 
After RecoQTiition) 

Pos. Seq. X 

Hhen ^ 

Self-Applicability 5 

(Self-Appl.)^ 6 

Self-Oist'ness 6 

Favcrability of - 
SelfH)i5t'ries5 



df 



37/3382 17.37« 



1/3381 363.22XX 



Slope 



-.^69 



1/3380 



1/3379 



0.01 



1/3378 7.601 
1/3377 113.HW 
1/3377 19.91IX 



1/3376 



6.211 



-.057 

-.0088 

-.003 

-.080 



NOTES; X E < 'ttS; XX e < .fli; The last two variables entered without self- 
applicability squared in the wxJel. 



100- 



Intelhqent (+) 



Jf.tfjged 

Self- 

Applic- 

ability 

of 

Traits 




Jijdged Other -Applicability of Traits 



FiQ»jre 1. IlU»strative regression of judgrd self-applicability on jijdqed other- 
applicability of traits, o's represerit observed scores. Lanes corriectinQ o's 
with estimated slope are resid«,«3ls. +'s and -'s m pareritheses indicate siqn 
of riorrtative favorability of each traits as deterttined fro« Arrferson (1968). 
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Table 2 

Hierarchical huUipls 'degression Analysis 
Reccwition Accuracy as Criterion 



AcUtalls Seen Traits Never-seen (Foil) Traits 



So-irce 


Ste£ 




F 


Slope 


sua 




£ 


S)ope 


&.ibjects 


1 


37/1102 


2.31* 




1 1 


37/1102 


3»57« 




Sequerice Pos> 


















of Oriq. Trait 


2 


i/llOl 


11.001 


,0035 










(APOS) 


















Positiari in 


















Recognition 


3 


1/1100 


3.90» 


-.002 


1 2 


l/l?8i 


0.02 




Seq. (BPOS) 


















(Se<i. Pos.)^ 




1/1099 


2.00 












APtlS X EfOS 


5 


1/1098 


1.11 












Self-Applic3- 
bihty 


6 


1/1097 


1.71 




1 ^ 


1/1100 


16.5911 


-.005 


(Self-Appl.)^ 


7 


1/1096 


0.22 " 




1 ^ 


1/1099 


21.0111 


-.00011 


Self-OK.t'riess 


7 


1/1096 


1.55 




1 h 


1/10V9 


3.77 > 


-.00005 


Favorability of 
Self-Dist'riess 


8 


1/1095 


1.21 




5 


1/1098 


49.60" 


-.008 



notes: « e < .051 »» E < .01; The last two variables entered without self-applicability squared in the nodel. 
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PLOT ILLUSTRRTES LINEAR RND QURDRflTlC 
EFFECTS OF SELF-flPPL I CRB I L I TT 
ON JUDGMENT TIME 
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